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THE  SHAPING  POWER  OF  EXPECTATION 


As  long  ago  as  1913  Walter  Rauschenbusch  flashed 
the  amber  light  of  caution  when  he  wrote:    "Anyone  who  has 
been  trained  by  history  and  knows  the  immense  complexity 
of  forces  in  human  society  will  be  suspicious  of  a  scheme 
which  reduces  everything  to  a  single  cause  and  a  single 
remedy."  1_     Duly  sobered  by  this  warning  and  conceding 
its  basic  truth,  I  want  nonetheless  to  make  a  case  today  for 
the  role  that  expectation  plays  in  human  life. 

Alexander  Pope,  in  what  he  called  the  "ninth  beati- 
tude," said,  "Blessed  is  he  who  expects  nothing,  for  he 
shall  never  be  disappointed."    Such  counsel  is  little  more 
than  thinly  veiled  despair.    Expectation  is  a  blood  relative 
of  hope.    A  capacity  for  expectation  helps  to  distinguish 
man  from  the  lower  orders  of  creation*    When  a  man*s  ex- 
pectancy expires  he  is  as  good  as  dead! 

Expectation  shapes  performance,  and  performance 
is  what  history  is  all  about.    Let  me  be  personal  then  and 
ask  some  questions  about  your  expectations. 


First,  what  do  you  expect  of  yourself?    This  is  not 
an  "in"  question  nowadays.    We  would  rather  speak  of  what 
we  expect  of  others  -  our  elected  officials,  our  schools  and 
universities,  society-at-large,  the  family  next  door,  the 
church.    It  is  human  nature  to  pressure  others  and  ease  up 
on  ourselves. 

Yet,  what  we  make  of  life  and  what  we  let  life  make 
of  us  is  by  and  large  an  "inside  job."    Radical  reformist 
groups  that  fail  to  share  this  truth  fore-doom  their  follow- 
ers to  ultimate  disillusionment.    The  critical  controls  are 
in  our  hands. 

Many  in  these  days  have  resigned  themselves  to  an 
enfeebling  fatalism.    They  see  themselves  as  the  hopeless 


and  hapless  victims  of  outside  forces.    Their  motto  is: 
Que  Sera  Sera,    "Whatever  will  be  wiii  be."    It  is  as  though 
they  believed  that  the  script  of  life  has  already  been  written 
and  needs  only  to  be  acted  out.    I  remember  hearing  of  a 
man  whose  fatalism  was  fortified  by  theology.     He  was  a 
Presbyterian.    One  day  he  fell  down  a  flight  of  stairs  and 
landed  ingioriously  in  the  cellar.     He  rose  to  his  feet  slow- 
ly, brushed  off  his  clothes,  and  said,    "I'm  glad  that's  over. 

Why  do  we  insist  on  seeing  ourselves  as  prisoners 
of  our  genes,  our  times,  our  environs  ?    Why  do  we  live  as 
though  we  were  waiting  for  the  next  blow  to  fall  ?    It  always 
chills  me  to  recall  the  pessimistic  epitaph:  "I  expected  this 
and  here  I  am," 

What  do  you  expect  of  yourself?    Truly  and  honestly 
before  God,  what  are  your  expectations  for  youself  ?    Are 
you  simply  getting  old,  or  are  you  growing  old.    There's  a 
world  of  difference  between  those  terms.    Have  you  taken 
the  pains  to  set  for  yourself  proximate  goals  «  to  improve 
your  mind,  to  expand  your  spirit,  to  deepen  and  thicken 
your  consciousness  of  life? 

I  am  told  that  William  Gladstone  always  took  a  walk 
around  four  in  the  afternoon.     He  did  this  rain  or  shine. 
When  a  friend  one  day  asked  him  why  he  was  out  in  the  pour- 
ing rain,  the  jurist  replied:    "I  don't  want  to  weaken  my 
will  by  "retreating  from  intended  purpose." 

A  well-known  college  pole  vaulter  of  a  few  years 
back  kept  a  picture  of  himself  on  his  desk  that  showed  him 
clearing  the  bar.    As  he  moved  out  into  competition  he  had 
great  expectations  that  once  again  in  the  upcoming  meet  he 
would  clear  the  bar  again. 

Is  our  self-estimate  so  low,  have  we  taken  such  a 
passive  view  of  life,  that  we  have  no  expectations  for  our- 
selves?   Surely  the  Christian  who  is  infused,  by  God's 
grace,  with  the  very  power  of  heaven  should  be  able  to  say 
in  any  time  or  place,    "I  can  do  all  things  through  Christ 
who  strengthens  me."    (Phil.   4:13) 
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Another  question:    What  do  you  expect  of  others  ? 
Do  you  delimit  them  by  iow  expectations ,  or  do  you  help 
them  to  open  up  full -flower  by  high  expectations  ?   I  believe 
that  withheld  expectations  do  more  to  stifle  hope  than  pov- 
erty and  slums  combined.    It  doesnH  matter  how  debilitat- 
ing a  man's  environment  may  be,  if  someone  believes  in 
him  he  can  come  up  and  out ! 

Hyper-critical  parents ,  however  well-intentioned, 
tend  to  cause  their  children  to  give  up*    They  pre-dispose 
their  boys  and  girls  to  failure.    Do  you  remember  the  line 
from  Up  The  Down  Stair  Case,  attributed  to  Doodlebug: 
"No  matter  what  I  do  my  mother  keeps  harping?"  2_ 

Teachers  have  a  significant  role  to  play  in  all  of 
this.    One  of  the  reasons  why  there  is  such  a  push  for  com- 
munity control  of  public  schools ,  is  because  mothers  and 
fathers  in  minority  groups  feel  that  their  children  suffer 
when  they  are  taught  by  teachers  who  expect  low  peformances 
from  Blacks  and  Puerto  Ricansc 

We  can  all  testify  to  the  fact  that  we  do  better  when 
someone  believes  in  us„    I  have  preached  poorly  on  the  road 
on  many  occasions,    I  find  that  when  I  am  invited  back  to 
those  places,  I  am  pre-disposed  to  fail  againr    This  is  so 
because  hardly  a  soul  there,  remembering  that  earlier  ser- 
mon, believes  that  anything  better  could  happen  this  time  I 

The  Puerto  Rican  youngster  or  the  black  child,  who 
finds  himself  for  many  hours  of  his  life  in  the  presence  of 
an  Anglo-Saxon  white  teacher  who  does  not  believe  that  all 
of  us  can  come  up,  suffers  almost  irreparable  damage. 
Such  youngsters  get  all  tangled  up  in  the  starting  gate  and 
many  never  get  untracked* 

Surely  we  should  know  by  now  that  teaching  is  more 
than  the  technical  communication  of  information,,    I  would 
much  prefer  a  teacher  who  was  not  so  proficient  in  her  facts, 
but  who  knew  how  to  light  fires  of  ambition  and  engender 
hope. 

There  is  a  way  to  correct  "up,"  and  a  way  to  cor- 
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rect  "down,"    When  Harold  Ross  was  editor  of  "The  New 
Yorker"   he  would  frequently  examine  a  piece  that  needed 
just  a  bit  more  work.    In  such  instances  he  would  write  at 
the  top.  over  his  initials,    "This  piece  is  so  good  it  ought 
to  be  perfect."    That's  correcting  up! 

When  our  expectations  are  positive,  realistic  but 
hopeful,  incalculable  dividends  come  to  everyone  concerned; 
Nathaniel  Hawthorne  had  just  lost  his  job..    He  was  feeling 
the  grim  bite  of  poverty.     He  was  dispondent      His  wife 
turned  to  him  and  said:    "WouldnH  this  be  a  good  time  to 
write  the  book  you  have  always  wanted  to  write?"    The  re- 
sult was  The  Scarlet  Letter 0 

]  shall  always  be  indebted  to  a  young  and  able  friend 
in  the  ministry  who  t  rusted  me  with  a  ma|or  assignment 
when  i  was  hardly  out  of  seminary,,    I  felt  sure  I  couldn't 
handle  the  jobc    It  was  a  week- long  preaching  mission  spon- 
sored by  some  thirty  live  churches  in  the  City  of  Pueblo, 
Colorado,    As  I  travelled  west  in  the  plane  I  began  to  won- 
der what  business  I  had  going  off  to  do  what  J  had  never 
done  before.     About  the  only  thing  that  kept  me  from  going 
back  on  th<>  return  flight  was  the  knowledge  that  this  man 
believed  that  j  could  do  H 

A  minister  was  riding  in  the  parlor  car  of  a  train 
trying  to  read  a  booko    A  partly  inebriated  man  kept  com- 
ing over  to  him  asking,    "WouldnH  you  like  a  drink?"    The 
minister  tactfully  refused  each  time,  and  tried  to  pick  up 
his  place  in  the  book     About  an  hour  after  midnight  the  man 
came  over  one  last  time  and  said,  "I  guess  you  think  ifm  a 
no  good  drunken  bumc "    The  minister  replied,  "No,  I  think 
you  are  a  very  generous  man,"    That  response,  which  play- 
ed on  his  only  visible  virtue  that  night,  transformed  the  life 
of  the  man! 

I  don*t  know  how  you  feel  about  it,  but  I'm  becoming 
increasingly  suspicious  of  people  who  talk  about  love  in 
broad,   cosmic  terms  -  people  who  love  everything  in  gen- 
eral, but  nothing  in  particular,  who  talk  of  loving  God  but 
persist  with  prejudice,  who  embrace  humanit}  widely,  but 
cannot  do  anything  for  the  man  next  doorc    Our  society  is 
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hurting  for  what  someone  has  called  the  "little  loves"  -  the 
love  of  one's  work§  of  one's  friends ,  works  of  art,,  scienti- 
fic and  technological  achievements  quiet  works  of  justice* 
and  political  freedom,*  the  little  love  of  one's  community , 
one's  wife,  one's  children,    A  word  of  cheer  or  hope  spoken 
in  due  season  often  removes  the  intolerable  weight  of  in- 
sufficiency that  so  many  of  our  neighbors  know,  and  re- 
leases inhibited  gifts. 

Wasn't  this*  at  bottom,  the  secret  of  Jesus'  ways 
with  men?    He  believed  in  their  possibilities^    He  grasped 
them  by  their  future  and  drew  them  on,    "You  are  Simon, 
you  shall  be  called  Cephas,"  (John  ls42)   And  Peter  grew 
into  his  new  name0 

sis         ste         sfe         ite         sfe 

The  final  questions   What  do  you  expect  of  God? 
Not j  what  do  you  think  you  ought  to  expect  <•  or  what  have 
you  been  trained  to  expects  buts  in  ail  candor,  what  do  you 
really  expect  of  God?   It  is  no  secret  that  for  many  in  this 
country  religion  is  a  deeply  troubling  and  disappointing  mat- 
ter*   People  are  angry  about  religious  institutions ,  reli- 
gious leaders,  some  forms  of  religious  activity c    Churches 
are  presently  centers  of  controversy  almost  anywhere  you 
gOo    There  isn't  much  ease  in  Zion  for  any  of  us  these  days0 

I  suggest  that  part  of  our  trouble  stems  from  the 
fact  that  we  are  suffering  from  immature  or  misguided 
expectations  of  God,    Jesus  had  problems  on  this  very 
point  in  his  day.    Even  John  the  Baptist,  whom  Jesus  ap- 
preciated to  the  fulls  had  his  doubts.    From  Herod's  pri- 
son he  sent  his  messengers  to  inquire:    "Art  thou  he  that 
should  come,  or  look  we  for  another?"  (Lkc  7:19)    Jesus 
had  not  convinced  John  that  he  was  the  expected  one,  pri- 
marily because  John's  expectations  were  off  the  mark, 
John  was  one  of  those  "all  or  nothing"  types  who  felt  that 
the  morally  unfit  should  be  purged,,  but  Jesus  came  declar- 
ing that  "they  who  are  whole  need  not  a  physician,  but  they 
that  are  sick,"  (Mat.  9:12b)    Johnfs  doubts  sprang  from  in- 
accurate expectations  of  what  the  coming  one  would  be, 
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One  thinks  of  the  travellers  on  the  Emmaus  road 
openly  despondent  that  Jesus  had  failed  to  fulfill  their  hopes , 
To  the  stranger  who  had  overtaken  them  they  confessed, 
"We  had  hoped  that  he  was  the  one  to  redeem  Israel."  (Lk 
24:21)    Indeed,  he  was  the  one.    He  had  come  to  introduce 
Israel  to  a  wider  mission  as  the  chosen  people  of  Godc 

Following  the  miracle  of  the  loaves  and  fishes  there 
were  many  who  wanted  to  make  Jesus  a  bread  king.    Their 
expectation  was  that  God  would  secure  their  place  on  the 
pinnacle  of  privilege.    Jesus  withdrew  from  them  because 
their  expectations  were  unfoundedo 

Many  nurse  the  notion  that  God  is  there  to  vindicate 
wrongs  committed  against  them,    This  city  is  crowded  with 
people  who  are  biding  time,  shopping  from  church  to  church 
and  lawyer  to  lawyer  in  quest  of  a  way  to  get  back  at  some- 
one who  did  them  a  wrong  years  ago.    Jesus  faced  this  anx- 
ious type  that  day  when  "One  of  the  multitude  said  to  him, 
'Teacher,  bid  my  brother  divide  the  inheritance  with  me, '" 
(Lkc   12;13)        XI ~zt  perennially  troubling  question  of  how 
mother's  and  daddy's  wealth  should  be  distributed  had  got- 
ten to  hiiru    His  brother  was  doing  him  wrong,,     He  expected 
that  Jesus  would  act  to  set  things  right* 

But  Jesus  said  to  him,  "Man,  who  made  me  a  judge 
or  divider  over  you?"    (Lkc   12:14)    Then,  turning  to  the 
crowd  and  using  the  case  as  an  illustration,  he  said,    "Be- 
ware of  covetous nesSo"  (Lk,   12:15a)    He  refused  to  solve 
the  man's  question.     He  sought  instead  to  get  at  the  covet - 
ousness  that  had  made  the  question  seem  so  big. 

So  you  are  disappointed  with  God!    So  you  are  dis- 
appointed with  the  church!    So  you  are  disappointed  with 
some  of  the  prophets  !  —  a  few  of  whom  are  languishing  in 
jail  just  now  because  they  saw  before  the  rest  of  us  the  sin 
we  commit  in  Indo  China.    So  you  are  troubled! 

What  do  you  expect  of  God  ?    Do  you  expect  him  to 
say  grace  over  all  our  personal  and  national  sins  ?    Do  you 
expect  him  to  perpetuate  forms  of  church  life  that  have  be- 
come familiar  to  us  ?    The  seven  last  words  of  a  dying 
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church  are  these- "We  never  did  it  that  way  before"    Do 
you  expect  God  to  affirm  the  fantasy  that  we  are  the  twenti- 
eth century  version  of  the  chosen  people  —  that  the  re- 
sources of  the  earth  are  ours  to  plunder,  and  the  poor  of 
the  earth  are  ours  to  exploit?   What  if  God  really  is  there, 
not  to  help  us  realize  selfish  personal  and  national  goals , 
but  to  get  us  to  lose  ourselves  in  and  for  the  world  He  loves, 

$       sK       &       >K       $ 

The  world  He  loves.  In  the  main,  ail  that  we  have 
said  thus  far  might  be  called  analysis.,  I  hope  accurate,  I 
hope  helpful,  but  still  anaiysis0  Where  is  the  gospel  in  it 
ail?  The  gospel  -  the  good  news  -  comes  when  we  recog- 
nize, believe  it  or  not,  that  God  still  expects  good  things 

Of  US. 

There  is  a  strange  verse  in  the  New  Testament  that 
I  keep  approaching  and  drawing  back  from.    It  is  almost 
too  magnificent  to  touch,,    "Do  you  hot  know  that  God's  kind- 
ness is  meant  to  lead  you  to  repentance?"    (Rom.  2:4)    Had 
I  been  writing  that  I  would  have  thought  that  the  judgment  of 
God  would  lead  to  repentance.    What  can  we  do  when  He 
keeps  on  being  good  to  us  despite  our  sin?    This  is  the 
gospel. 

Sometimes,  my  friends,  this  is  ail  we  have  to  go  on 
-  that  God  hasn't  quit  on  us  yet  -  that  He  hasn't  turned  off 
the  lights s  rolled  up  the  stage,  closed  down  the  play,  and 
brought  the  actors  to  judgment.    For  reasons  known  to  His 
great  heart  alone  He  keeps  expecting  us  to  become  what 
He  meant  us  to  be= 

For  me  one  of  the  most  moving  exchanges  in  A.  J. 
Cronin's  novel,    The  Keys  of  the  Kingdom,  comes  toward 
the  end.    Father  Francis  Chisolm,  the  Scottish  priest  who 
has  travelled  east  to  help  the  people  of  China,  finds  him- 
self bending  over  the  dying  body  of  Dr.  Tuiloch,  an  old 
friend  from  Scotland,  an  atheistic  doctor  who  had  lived  un- 
selfishly for  others  and  was  now  himself  a  victim  of  the 
Black  Plague.    Tuliooh  looks  up  into  the  face  of  Father 
Chisoim  and  says:    "Ye'il  write  the  old  man  and  tell  him 
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that  his  son  died  game.    Funny  ...  I  stiil  can't  believe  in 
God."    "Does  that  matter  now?"    What  was  he  saying? 
Francis  did  not  know.    He  was  crying  and,  in  the  stupid 
humiliation  of  his  weakness,  the  words  came  from  him,  in 
bland  confusion.    "He  believes  in  you."  3^  And  so  He  does! 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

Grant  it  God  that  we  should  never  quit  on 
life,  or  be  content  with  being  half  alive. 

Let  thy  loving  expectations  pull  us  forward 
to  the  joyful,  useful  and  unfettered 
selves  that  we  were  meant  to  be. 

And  ail  to  thine  eternal  praise. 
Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen. 
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